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THE EFFECTS OF USING A SYLLABUS ON GRADE
AVERAGES IN ELEMENTARY PSYCHOLOGY
L. K. HE:-rnv

AND

A. R. LAUER

Numerous factors enter into any teaching situation; such as,
the number of periods devoted to instruction, methods of carrying
on the class, training and personality of the instructor, motivation and ultimate objectives of the student, presence or absence of
one or more "spark-plugs" in the class to keep daydreamers on the
subject, previous training of the students, difficulty of the textbook and so on. The latter item alone is a matter of major consideration, particularly if it is not fitted to the group. Further,
the proper use of textbooks and references, work-books, classnotes, models, charts, demonstrations, motion pictures and other
teaching devices may be listed as of considerable importance. The
present study is an attempt to evaluate one of these factors; namely, the work-book under the conditions which exist at Iowa State
College.
METHOD AND

PRon:nuRE

In the fall quarter of 1937, Dashiell's "Fundamentals of General Psychology" was adopted with the work-book put out by the
publisher over the signature of the author of the text. The first
course at Iowa State College carries 3 quarter-hours credit, meeting either Monday. Wednesday and Friday, or Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday. There are about 35 periods in the fall quarter
and 31 periods in the winter and spring quarters. The periods are
SO minutes in length. Classes range from 25 to 40 and are handled
in an informal lecture-recitation-discussion manner. About IO
demonstrations of apparatus are made each quarter which take
from 10 to 20 minutes each. One period is given to motion pictures of the nervous system and certain phases of hearing. Further use of films is limited by the dearth of suitable subjects.
At the same time Dashiell's text was adopted, a commercially
prepared examination form was adapted for use with the course.
By using prepared sheets, which may be easily scored with a
specially designed key, the examination forms may be used several times without replacing the printed copies. Only the answer
sheets are used. After the examinations are made up there is
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considerable economy in time of scoring as well as in expense of
mimeographing. Five examinations are given during the quarter
including three SO-point short quizes, one 100-point mid-term and
the .final examination of 250 points. The reliability of the final
examination was found to be .83 when odd and even items are
correlated and corrected by the Spearman-Brown formula.
During the fall quarter it was found that too much time was
required to cover the entire syllabus. Consequently, from 3 to 6
exercises were assigned in the work-book as a minimum with
instructions to the students to work as many as they cared to do in
addition to those definitely assigned. The instructor corrected the
syllabus at regular intervals. During the winter quarter no syllabus was used with the Dashiell text. Comparisons are made between the means of the identical examinations. Because of curricular adjustments the heavy teaching load of the first course comes
in the fall.
Four different instructors taught the 10 classes of 358 students
during the fall quarter and three of the same instructors taught
the 6 classes of 188 students in the winter quarter. So far as could
be determined the two groups represent a random sampling of
students. The conduct of classes was as nearly the same as possible and common assignment sheets were used. Vvhile the intructors probably knew the book better the second quarter, the
class time was also shorter by 4 periods and this might eompensate
in a measure for other conditions which might influence the results favorably. No examinations are ever let out of the department and with 250 items for a two-hour final there is only slight
chance of a carry-over.
RESULTS

A comparison is made between different classes the same quarter and successive classes for different quarters.
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Table I

Variable
Final Examination

Fall
Quarter
Mean
172.00

N
358

B. Total points made*
*All examinations.

365.92
362.74

N

Di ff.

188

0.64

P. E. rntr.
1.15

Diff.
P. E. rntr.
0.55

IChances
of
Difference

35
17

358.55
357.67

>
to

c:

Ul

64 in 100

Class II

Class I
A. Total points made*

Winter
Quarter
Mean
172.64
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z

0

29
19

7.37
5.07

5.52
7.54

1.33
0.67

82 in 100
68 in 100
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It will be seen in Table I that the final examination mean for the
winter quarter (no syllabus) was actually .64 higher. It is recognized that this is not a significant difference.
The second comparison involves two pairs of classes, pair A
taught with the syllabus and pair B without the syllabus. It is significant to note that classes taught by the same methods present a
greater difference of means than classes taught by different methods.
SuMl\L\RY AND

CoNCLUSIONs

The following comments are made with full recognition of the
limitations of the study, but as typical of the results which may be
expected from similar data. These are :
1. No significant difference was found between the means of the two
groups, with and without a syllabus or work-book.
2. There was a slight tendency for the curve to shift to the right, at
the extremes, indicating better grades at these points without the syllabus.
3. Classes taught the same quarter with a syllabus tended to show greater
differences than the total groups taught different quarters, with and without the syllabus.

Any further comment may be added only as speculative, but the
failure to do better work by students using a syllabus may be
explained in the following way. There may be a tendency for one
using a syllabus to concentrate on the specific problems or points
covered and to neglect the text as a whole. Without such device
he is less certain of mastery and may spend more time in study.
DI<;PARTMl<:NT OF PSYCHOLOGY,

CoLLEGI\,
AMI\s, low A.

lowA STATE

https://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol45/iss1/67

4

